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Abstract

Black African international students in the United States are vulnerable to increased
microaggressions because of their minority statuses. In addition to being Black and speaking
with non-native accents, African students must contend with Afropessimism which in this study
refers to the Western world’s negative perception of Africa. The study is a mixed methods study
that seeks to understand how the Afropessimistic attitude impacts the way Black African
international students are perceived and interacted with, within the academic spaces. The
findings indicate that African international students consistently encounter the Afropessimistic
attitude, and it impacts their academic engagement. The findings also suggest that striving harder
for academic success is one way these students counter the Afropessimistic attitude. Implications
of the study are discussed.
Key Words: Black African international students, Afropessimism, microaggressions,
striving harder, academic engagement.
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THEY DON’T EXPECT YOU TO KNOW MUCH: AFRICAN INTERNATIONAL
STUDENTS ENCOUNTERING AND COUNTERING THE AFROPESSIMISTIC ATTITUDE
WITHIN ACADEMIC SPACES

Foreign or international students are learners pursuing education outside their home
countries for a temporal and specific period (Kim, 2014). Studying abroad comes with immense
opportunities for personal and academic growth; it is also accompanied by challenges relating to
acculturation (Smith & Khawaja, 2011). While challenges such as adapting to the weather, and
food are transitory, other encounters, for example, discrimination on account of one’s skin color,
could be long term stressors. Several studies show that non-European international students in
the U.S. face discrimination (Smith & Khawaja, 2011; Lee & Rice, 2007; Poyrazli & Lopez,
2007; Hanassab, 2006; Robertson et al., 2000). Also, literature on intersectionality theory
informs that individuals or groups of people with multiple minority statuses are prone to
increased negative experiences (Gopaldas, 2013). Given this premise, Black African
international students in the U.S. are expected to be susceptible to negative experiences because
of possessing attributes that make them vulnerable to increased microaggressions, including
Black skin color, nonnative English accents, and their association with the African continent.
There is emerging evidence to suggest that Black African international students in the
U.S. struggle to adjust compared to international students from Europe and Asia (Mebuin, 2017;
Boafo-Arthur, 2014). This could be due to the novel and disorienting experiences related to
racial discrimination, negative comments on their accents (Mwangi & Fries-Britt, 2015;
Solórzano, 1998; Solorzano et al., 2000; Yosso et al., 2009; Hanassab, 2006; Fries-Britt et al.,
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2014; Phinney & Onwughalu, 1996) and stereotypes on Africa (Schorr, 2011). The negative
experiences in addition to other acculturative challenges combine to put Black African
international students at-risk for increased negative experiences. Despite their vulnerability, there
is scant literature on their experiences (Mwangi, 2019). There may be an assumption that Black
African international students have similar experiences with African Americans and/or
international students. Whereas these groups of students may look alike and have similar foreign
status, this study argues that Black African students in the U.S. have distinct experiences and
challenges because of their positionality in the U.S. society. It further underscores the importance
of highlighting their experiences with microaggressions since negative experiences compromise
the mental health needed for successful studying (Burt et al., 2019; Harrison & Tanner, 2018).
This study adds new knowledge to the field of Community Psychology by bringing in the
voices, perspectives, and experiences of Black African students. It fills the gap by increasing the
literature on this population as it relates with their encounters with Afropessimism within
academic spaces. This study is vital for stressing the Black African students’ experiences as well
as in advocating for additional institutional support. Also, by documenting the students’
experiences with the Afropessimism and related behaviors, the study calls for increased
reflexivity on this phenomenon within academic spaces.
The study seeks to answer the following questions: How do Black African students
encounter the Afropessimistic attitude within academic spaces? What is the impact of the attitude
on the students’ academic engagement? Do Black African students strive harder in their studies
because of the attitude? Do Black African students counter the attitude, and in which ways?
What is the role of social support in mitigating the effects of the Afropessimistic attitude?
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The study was done in two phases. Study one was a quantitative study that looked at
Black African international students’ experiences with accent microaggressions and stereotypes
of Africa, and the impact of those experiences on their academic efficacy and well-being. The
findings indicated that first, the students encountered negative stereotypes of Africa, second, the
students worked harder when they faced those challenges, and third, social support was
important for their academic engagement. Study two did further exploration on the findings of
study one. Precisely, it examined the manifestations of Afropessimism (negative view of Africa)
within U.S. academic spaces, the impact of the image on Black African students’ academic
engagement, whether and how the students counteracted this view, and the students’ strategies
for academic engagement/success.
Adjustment Challenges for International Students.

Adjustment is defined as the process in which individuals balance needs and difficulties
in their environment (Aldawsari et al., 2018; Mesidor & Sly 2016). Smith and Khawaja (2011)
noted that international students experienced psychological stress when adapting to a new
environment because it is challenging. Depending on the country of study, some foreign students
grappled with language barriers, educational difficulties, discrimination, and other practical
problems that include weather, food and culture (Jing Wang, 2009). Several studies show that
these difficulties were experienced in varying degrees depending on the students regions of
origin. Regarding language difficulties, international students from non-European countries
experienced language related stressors compared to those from Western Europe, Australia/New
Zealand, and Canada (Hanassab, 2006; Lee & Rice, 2007; Poyrazli & Lopez, 2007). Likewise,
non-European international students faced more discrimination compared to the American and
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European international students (Smith & Khawaja, 2011; Lee & Rice, 2007; Poyrazli & Lopez,
2007; Hanassab, 2006; Robertson et al., 2000).
Factors that affect academic engagement

Academic engagement here refers to the frequency at which students participate in class
through asking insightful questions, interacting with their teachers, and engagement in class
discussions (Soria & Stebleton, 2012; Johnson et al., 2001). Besides adjusting to environmental
factors, international students encountered barriers that compromised their academic
engagement. These included classroom dynamics, cultural differences, discrimination, English
proficiency, low academic expectations, and financial constraints. There were different aspects
of classroom dynamics including ways of learning, classroom participation, accents, and pace of
teaching. Students who were used to the rote method of teaching found it hard to adjust to a
critical thinking style (Aubrey, 1991), or the expectation to critique the work of a scholar
(Mwangi et al., 2019). Equally, students who were accustomed to a passive classroom style
found it hard to switch to active classroom participation (Mwangi et al., 2019; Kim, 2011;
Robertson et al., 2000). Also, the accents of the professors, and the fast-paced lectures posed
further difficulties for the newly arrived international students (Mukminin & McMahon, 2013;
Kumi-Yeboah & Smith, 2017; Kuo, 2011). Furthermore, some students were discouraged from
active participation because of negative comments on their accents (Mwangi et al., 2019) while
difficulties with the English language compromised involvement (Luo et al., 2019; Tsevi, 2018;
Moglen, 2017; Young, 2017; Poyrazli & Lopez, 2007), affected comprehension, the completion
of reading assignments (Tsevi, 2018) and class presentations (Moglen, 2017; Kim, 2011). Some
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students’ challenge with language was compounded when their efforts were laughed at (Kim,
2011) or when their critical thinking and writing skills were criticized (Robertson et al., 2000).
Low academic expectation was another factor that impacted academic engagement and it
was often experienced by students of color (Johnson-Bailey et al., 2009; Johnson-Bailey et al.,
2008). It manifested in different ways, for example in the faculty steering Black doctoral students
to non-prestigious degrees (Felder, 2010), or professors doubting Black students ability for
research and so dismissing them from being lab assistants (Lee & Opio, 2011). In one example, a
professor said he prefered White lab assistants to Black because the former had sharper brains
(Beoku-Betts, 2006). This assumption also came across when the ideas of Black students were
dismissed or discounted or when their achievement was seen as out of the norm (Fries-Britt et
al., 2014). That was the case when a professor told an African student that her academic
milestone was impressive for a woman from Zimbabwe (Banda, 2018). Cultural factors related
to respect and humility was another factor that hindered classroom participation. This was
observed in students who practiced the Confucian culture whereby respect for elders prevented
some students from interacting with, clarifying issues or seeking help from their professors
(Rienties et al., 2014; Rienties & Tempelaar, 2013). Also, fear of professors prohibited some
students from seeking consultation or discussing issues/problems outside class. Further, some
international students from Indonesia reported that they did not answer questions even when they
knew the answers because of how they understood humility (Mukminin & McMahon, 2013).
Factors that compromise well-being of international students.

The concept of well-being includes psychological well-being and subjective well-being.
Well-being has also been defined as a balance between an individual’s resources and the
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challenges faced (Dodge et al., 2012). Well-being can further be clustered into feelings of
happiness or sadness, a sense of purpose and meaning of life, and as life satisfaction (Steptoe et
al., 2015). Of interest here is the subjective well-being which refers to life satisfaction, positive
and negative effects that are related to mood and emotions (Alharbi & Smith, 2018). A sense of
well-being is important for academic engagement, thus when it is compromised, one’s ability to
remain engaged is equally affected. A review of thirty-eight peer-reviewed articles on stress and
well-being of international students in English speaking countries extracted the following as
sources of stress: acculturative stress, English Language proficiency, perceived discrimination,
academic stress, social support, and personality traits. Only acculturative stress, perceived
discrimination, and academic stress will be explored. Acculturative stress, or the stress from
adjusting to a new environment, was common among international students (Alharbi & Smith,
2018; Sullivan & Kashubeck-West, 2015). Young (2017) noted that this type of stress was
higher for international students who preferred to separate than integrate into the new culture. It
was particularly severe for students whose cultural beliefs or practices hindered them from
seeking support. The study noted that international students who adhered to Confucian values
tended to keep stress to themselves for fear of losing face.
Discrimination, whether real or percieved, elicited stress. A study by Chavajay and
Skowronek (2008) found that nearly half of the international students from thirty three countries
experienced discrimination within their academic spaces and in the community. Poyrazli and
Lopez (2007) further observed that international students of color perceived more discrimination
and unfair treatment (Mukminin & McMahon, 2013). In a study by Constantine et al., (2005), a
Black international student from Africa was rejected as a roommate by some international
students from Asia who said they were afraid Black people could kill them. Similarly, a female
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Black student who sought solace in her school’s women studies department found that even
there, especially among White women, her Black identity came in the way of her being
welcomed (Banda, 2018). Adapting to a new academic requirements and engagements was stressful for
some students (Irizarry & Marlowe, 2010; Sanders & Lushington, 1999; Chavajay & Skowronek, 2008).
This included the clinical assignments because of cultural differences and the limited understanding of the
values and beliefs of the health care system (Mikkonen et al., 2016). Furthermore, some international
students were further stressed when their previous high academic performances were not replicated in
their new schools (Rosenthal et al., 2008).

Microaggressions and Students of Color.

Besides these generic hardships there are other experiences which have been termed
microaggressions, often encountered by students of color. They may manifest explicitly, or
subtly and they can easily be categorized into three groups: unwelcomed campus spaces,
assumed criminality and intellectual incompetence/inferiority. Manifestations of each category
are discussed.
Unwelcomed campus spaces. Several studies have demonstrated that students of color felt
unwelcomed within their campus spaces (Miles et al., 2020; Harwood et al., 2018; MoragnePatterson & Barnett, 2017; Smith et al., 2016; Harper et al., 2011; Allen & Solórzano, 2001).
They experienced this through ‘onlyness, isolation, and lack of institutional support. ‘Onlyness’
is a term coined by students of color to capture the experience of being the only or one of a very
few others of your color within an academic space. This under-representation was hence
interpreted as suggesting they were unwelcome (Harper et al., 2011). Another way students of
color felt unwelcomed was when they were excluded from certain places, for example, the
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Fraternity spaces (Moragne-Patterson & Barnett, 2017) or when they were treated differently, for
example, a professor shaking all but the hand of the only black student in a lineup (Griffith et al.,
2019). This sense of unwelcome was also experienced as an unfriendly classroom atmosphere,
that for some engineering students raised doubts about their suitability in the program (Miles et
al., 2020). It was also felt when campus police stopped and questioned the presence of students
of color within the campus grounds, assuming they were trespassers (Moragne-Patterson &
Barnett, 2017). In one example, a campus police officer singled out a Black student from a group
of White students and required him to prove he belonged to the campus (Harwood et al., 2018).
Assumed to be dangerous/Criminal/ Undue scrutiny. The image of the dangerous
Black man is alive even within academic spaces as indicated by increased surveillance. Black
students have shared that their presence seemed to trigger fear among the White population
(Mwangi et al., 2018), necessitating the campus security to scrutinize these students’ movements
(Smith et al., 2016). In one incident, a police officer followed a Black male student into the
school library after he was alerted about a suspicious individual entering the library. In another, a
police officer followed a black student into a store, searched him while he explained that the
student fitted the description of a black male who had stolen a purse (Yosso et al., 2009).
Intellectual inferiority. Numerous studies have documented that students of color, and often
Black students received subtle but sometimes explicit messages of intellectual inferiority or
incompetence (Keels et al., 2017; Moragne-Patterson & Barnett, 2017; Suárez-Orozco et al.,
2015; Hyams-Ssekasi et al., 2014; J. Lee & Opio, 2011; Yosso et al., 2009; Johnson-Bailey et al.,
2009; Beoku-Betts, 2006; Allen & Solórzano, 2001). The subtle manifestations of intellectual
inferiority included White students unwillingness to include students of color in discussion
groups and/or disregarding their contributions (Griffith et al., 2019), being chosen last for group
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projects, or being assigned easy tasks (Hyams-Ssekasi et al., 2014; Yosso et al., 2009; Allen &
Solórzano, 2001). Sometimes it was in the awarding of a lower grade for similar output as other
students in a group project (Burt et al., 2019), also in the steering of these students to nonprestigious degrees (Felder, 2010). Still, the low expectation of intellectual capability was in
denial of opportunities, for example as research assistants because they are assumed to be
incapable of being good lab research assistants (Lee & Opio, 2011).
Explicit messages of intellectual inferiority included regarding as a fluke the exceptional
performance of students of color (Lewis et al., 2019; Miles et al., 2020). Ellis et al., provided one
example whereby a professor had a Black student redo a quiz under supervision because the
professor was convinced the student had cheated to get a ninety five percent score. Similar
examples included some Advising staff who suggested that students of color cannot succeed in
the medical fields (Ellis et al., 2019), professors who required students of color majoring in the
sciences to take remedial classes or otherwise take easier courses (Burt et al., 2019; BeokuBetts, 2006; Lee & Opio, 2011), and White students suggesting that non White students were
taking up space for qualified White students (Allen & Solórzano, 2001).
Afropessimism

Afropessimism is a worldview held by the Western world about Africa/Africans. The
view implies that something is wrong with Africa/Africans (De B’béri & Louw, 2011; Bassil,
2011) and perceives Africa as dark, primitive, backward, and poor. Given these characteristics,
Africa is deemed unable to contribute to the global advancement (Sexton, 2016). The history of
Afropessimism is embedded within the colonization efforts of Africa. Afropessimism is
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important in the academic experiences of Black African students because it informs how they are
perceived and interacted with, within academic spaces.
Afropessimism has two perspectives. One that refers to the pessimism of African
Americans resulting from their lived experiences as Black people in the U.S. The second, which
is of interest in this study, is the Western world’s gloomy view of Africa (De B’béri & Louw,
2011) which maintains that Africans cannot manage viable states and economies. As a discourse,
Afropessimism posits that something is wrong with Africans. It devalues the capabilities of
Black people by equating Blackness with deficiency (Sexton, 2016). Afropessimists surmise that
Africa will remain uncivilized, impoverished, scary and doomed so long as it resists the neocolonialism framework (Schorr, 2011). Afropessimism is traced to Africa’s unwillingness to
adhere to the Western and American powers’ economic stipulations that sought to transform the
African continent into a photocopy of the West’s globalized economy. The British pushed their
agenda through globalization I, and the Americans, globalization II. In the former, the British
desired Africa as a trading partner but assessed that Africa lacked the capacity to maximize her
resources. The British resolved this challenge by annexing African territories, but their strategy
was short-lived because the colonized territories fought for their independence and expelled the
British. Having failed in their mission, they concluded that Africa was doomed, hopeless and
incapable of self-governance (De B’béri & Louw, 2011).
The collapse of globalization I was followed by Pax Americana, also known as
Globalization II, whose vision was to transform the African continent into a well-governed and
flourishing landmass. Its initial step was to make Africans viable trading partners. Some African
countries believed in the Pax Americana view and became willing partners while others saw it as
a new colonialism and devised ways to resist it. That led the Americans claimed that the willing
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partners, except for the White settlers in South Africa, had morphed into poor comprados. By the
1980’s, the Americans had surmised that the comprado partners had failed to realize the Pan
America’s vision for Africa. The conclusion dissipated the Western powers’ optimism of the
1960’s and replaced it with a new discourse, the Afropessimism (De B’béri & Louw, 2011).
Europe and U. S. Media’s perpetuation of Afropessimism.

The European and the U.S media have faithfully portrayed the doomed image of Africa
to the point most Americans believe Africa is all misery. One way the media has been successful
in this endeavor has been to condense the African continent into one country so that a misfortune
in any of the 54 countries is reported as an African catastrophe. This setup ensures a steady
supply of sad news (Schorr, 2011). The European and American media’s popular portrait of
Africa is one of poverty, war, and disease (Wallace, 2005; Michira, 2002). The West’s paradigm
of Africa is a famished child, and a woman with shriveled breasts, both standing next to a White
volunteer at a feeding center (Franks, 2010). Africa also is painted as a block of violence, an
abuser of human rights (Brookes, 1995) and burdensome (De B’béri & Louw, 2011; Nothias,
2014; Momoh, 2003). The devotion of the West and the U.S. media to bad news prompted
Wainaina (2005) to write a satire on How to write about Africa, providing hints as follows:
“Always use the word Africa, or Darkness in your title……, never use a picture of a welladjusted African on the cover of your book, or in it…... AK-47, prominent ribs, naked
breasts: use those… (p.92).”
Media analysts believe that Wainaina’s article may have contributed to the change of tone in the
Western media’s reporting on Africa, but it will be a while before there is a significant
perceptual change.

THEY DON’T EXPECT YOU TO KNOW MUCH.
14
Images of Africa within U.S. Classrooms

A number of negative media images of Africa have been utilized in some U.S.
classrooms to teach concepts such as overpopulation and desertification. A review of on
American textbooks showed twenty-one commonly used images with fourteen being negative.
Eight textbooks used the imagery of villages engulfed in dust to communicate the crisis of
desertification which they attributed to the use of twigs for firewood. Seven wrote about wars
which they attributed to tribalism and lawlessness among the African people. Six textbooks
focused on contagious diffusion by providing examples of HIV/AIDS and other diseases in
Africa. At least one textbook mentioned Africa as the originator of AIDS, and another invoked
images of primitivity and threat, by suggesting that Africans used monkey blood for rituals and
stimulants (Myers, 2001). It is plausible to suggest that given the media or the textbook
portrayals of Africa, some U.S. students’ outlook on Africa is similar to that of the media. A
study done in the 1990s solicited images of Africa from some U.S. undergraduate students and
unsurprisingly, the students pictured Africa as a jungle, impoverished, falling apart, famineplagued, full of war, AIDS ridden, brutal, savage, primitive, etc., (Fair, 1993). Similar research
found alike perceptions of Africa from pupils in the UK. Sixty eight percent of them viewed
Africa as a desert, primitive, poor, and starving (Borowski, 2016). Black African international
students in the U.S. personify the continent of Africa hence it is interesting to explore how they
are perceived and interacted with by students and professors who may hold this image of Africa.
Impact of Microaggressions on Mental Health and Academic Engagement.

Microaggressions are an important factor in academic engagement because research
suggest repeated encounters with them impact psychological health that is critical for academic
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engagement (Griffith et al., 2019; Nadal et al., 2015; Harper, 2015; Wong et al., 2014; Jennifer
Wang et al., 2011; Mercer et al., 2011; Torres et al., 2010). Previous studies link the experiences
of microaggressions with Black students psychological responses such as anger, shock,
helplessness, aggressiveness (Smith et al., 2007), anxiety, hopelessness, feelings of alienation,
and outrage (Griffith et al., 2019). In other studies, students reported that it was emotionally
draining when they had to hold in hurt emotions to avoid propagating the
angry male/female stereotypes (Harper, 2015). Besides impacting mental and emotional health,
microaggressions undermine academics by creating fear and by casting doubt on one’s academic
ability. Gomez et al., (2011) noted that some teaching assistants whose knowledge and
experience had been invalidated, feared they will not be effective teachers and considered
changing their careers. Likewise, some Black students contemplated terminating their program
due to negative experiences within the advising spaces (Burt et al., 2019). In one extreme case, a
student discontinued a class after a teaching assistant called her a stupid nigger (Constantine et
al., 2005). As attested by these examples, microaggressions compromise academic engagement,
hence the need to be cognizant, highlight and support students who are vulnerable. This study
aims to do so for Black African international students.
Theoretical Framework.
Intersectionality theory offers a framework to understand human beings as influenced by
the interactions of many social locations such as race, gender, etc., that interact within connected
systems and power structures such as law, policies, school, media, etc. (Gopaldas, 2013).
Intersectionality considers the interactive nature of oppression (Rosenthal, 2016) and frames the
role of broader social dynamics in creating inequality for individuals with multiple identities,
hence avoiding the trap of blaming the victim (Kertzer, 2003). This way of understanding
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systems is important because systems of oppression are mutually constituted and work together
to create inequality (Cole, 2009; Crenshaw, 1991). Núñez (2014) employs a multilevel lens to
show how multiple contextual factors such as social, representational, and ways of knowing,
affect Latino immigrants’ access to college. This theoretical framework is suited to capture and
explain the experiences of Black African international students who possess multiple identities
such as being Black, being African, and speaking with accented speech. It also allows us to
frame Afropessimistic attitudes as the larger system or societal view that impact the experiences
of Black African international students.

Purpose of Study 1.
Black African international students in U.S. institutions of higher learning are prone to
microaggressions because of their positionality as African students. The aim of this study was to
explore their experiences regarding to Afropessimistic attitude and/or related behaviors. The two
research questions were: Do Black African international students experience accent
microaggressions and stereotypes related to the African continent? Do those experiences impact
their well-being, academic engagement, and academic efficacy?

Method
Design
Study 1 used a quantitative study to examine the impact of accent microaggressions and
stereotypes on African students’ well-being, academic efficacy, and academic engagement.

Participants

THEY DON’T EXPECT YOU TO KNOW MUCH.
17
The participants were 54 African international students from ten African countries. Sixtyone percent (n =33) were female; 37.0% (n = 20) were male and 1.9% (n = 1) preferred not to
disclose. The ages of the participants ranged between 18 years to over 27 years. The length of
stay in the U.S. ranged from less than 1 year to over 7 years. 59.3% (n = 32) of the participants
were doing undergraduate studies while 40.7% (n = 22) were doing graduate in 35 different
colleges and universities across the U.S. 53 of them identified as either black or African and 1
identified as South Asian.
Instruments
A 30-item survey questionnaire was used to collect the data. Some of these items were a
taken from three existing scales. Statements on social support were derived from two existing
scales, the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (Zimet et al., 1988) and Social
Support (Cohen et al., 1985). Some statements on accent were derived from the perceived
language discrimination (PLD) scale (Wei et al., 2012) and modified to fit the participants. The
New General Self-Efficacy Scale (Chen et al., 2001) was also modified to measure the academic
self-efficacy of this population. The researcher in consultation with her Research Chair, created
some more items to measure accent microaggressions and stereotypes on Africa. These items
were given to one doctoral and two masters’ students to check for clarity and relevance. The
created scale measured Social Support, Accent Microaggressions, Stereotypes on Africa,
Academic Engagement, Well-Being, and Academic Efficacy. A Likert scale with 1 as strongly
disagree and a 5 as strongly agree, was used to measure the responses. A copy of the survey
questionnaire in appendix A.
Procedures
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Following the IRB approval, the link to the online survey questionnaire was sent to the
participants by email. The survey was set up to require them to give the informed consent before
completing the survey. The participants were instructed to complete the survey by choosing only
one option for each question, and then submit the completed form online. No identifying
information was included in the survey. A Copy of consent form in appendix B.
Results
Demographic Statistics

Fifty-six participants participated in this whose aim was to determine the impact of
stereotypes on Africa and accent microaggressions on Black African students’ academic
engagement, well-being, and academic efficacy. It was hypothesized that accent
microaggressions as well as stereotypes on Africa will impact the students’ academic
engagement, efficacy, and well-being.
A frequency analysis of the participants’ demographics was conducted. The
characteristics included were gender, country of origin, racial identity, level of study, length of
stay in the U.S. and marital status. Ninety-eight percent of the participants identified as either
Black or African and one percent as South Asian. Forty-three participants who were single,
79.6% (n = 43), nine were married 16.7% (n = 9) married, and two as Others, 3.7% (n = 2). The
figures showing level of study, gender characteristics, and countries of origin are shown below.
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Sixty one percent of the participants identified as females and thirty-seven as males.

Figure 3.
Summary of home countries of participants

Kenya

Uganda

Nigeria

Burundi

Rwanda

Senegal

Tanzania

Republic of Congo

Ethiopia

Ivory Coast

The participants came from ten African countries as shown in figure 4 above.

Descriptive statistics

A Cronbach alpha was computed items within each variable to determine internal
consistency. Negatively worded items were reversed and items that were inconsistent were
excluded. The highest alpha that could be obtained for the academic efficacy(5 items) was .861;
for Accent Microaggression variable (4 items) .793; for Well-Being variable (5 items).748; for
Academic Engagement (4 items) .667; for Lack Social Support (3 items) .722 and for
Stereotypes on Africa variable (4 items) .455. Cronbach alpha for academic engagement and
accent microaggressions are shown in table 1 and 2, respectively.
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derived from an item in the survey where participants indicated that they worked harder because
of negative experiences. Below are the output tables for the linear regressions.

Table 3.
Final Model for the Stepwise Regression Predicting Academic Efficacy
Standardized
Unstandardized Coefficients Coefficients
Model
1.

B
Well-Being .294

Std. Error

Beta

t

Sig.

.113

.341

2.612

.012

Table 4.
Final Model for the Stepwise Regression Predicting Striving Harder in Adversity
Model

Unstandardized Coefficients Standard
Coefficients
B

Std. Error

Beta

t

Sig.

1

Well-Being

.497

.179

.359

2.774 .005

2

Social Support .329

.159

.260

2.070 .044
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Table 5.
Final Model for the Stepwise Regression Predicting Well-Being
Model

Unstandardized Coefficients Standard
Coefficients
B
Std. Error Beta

t

Sig.

1

Striver Harder in Adversity .259

.094

.359

2.774 .010

2

Academic Efficacy

.143

.313

2.531 .014

.362

The aim of this research was to find out whether African students encountered accent
microaggressions and stereotypes related to the African continent, and the if those experiences
affected their academic engagement, academic efficacy, and well-being. The findings indicate
that African students encountered microaggressions relating to stereotypes on Africa (M =
4.39, SD = .83) and accent microaggressions (M = 3.50, SD = .96). Results further suggest that
the microaggressions had no significant negative impact on Academic Engagement (M =
4.19, SD = .83), Academic Efficacy (M = 4.34, SD = 0.7). Results also suggest microaggressions
had no or minimal negative impact on Well-Being (M = 3.42, SD =.84) The regression analysis
for the predictors of academic efficacy showed well-being as significant (F (1,52) = 6.824, p <
.012), with an R² = .12. See table 3. The Striving Harder in Adversity was predicted by WellBeing (F(1,52) =7.693, p <.005) with an R² .13 and Social Support (F(2,51) = 6,232, p = 0.044)
with an R² =.20. See table 4. The significant predictors for Well-Being were striving harder in
adversity (F (1,52) = 7.693, p < .010) and academic efficacy (F (2,51) = 7.450, p < .014).
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Discussion

Inferring from the means and the standard deviations of the variables it is apparent the
African students encountered stereotypes on Africa and accent microaggressions. Interestingly,
the negative experiences seemed to have no significant negative impact on students’ academic
engagement, academic efficacy, and wellbeing. Further, findings suggested students put more
effort when faced by challenges as indicated by striving harder in adversity. These observations
support and also contradict previous studies. The positive interaction between social support and
striving harder in adversity, affirmed previous studies which found social support as a
motivating factor for individuals facing challenges (Torres et al., 2019; Lawrence, 2015; Perez,
2009; Wittrup et al., 2019). The striving harder in response to challenges is also supported by
findings by Gomez et al., (2011) who found that students of color countered low academic
expectation by working harder in their studies. On the other hand, these results are in contrast
with studies that found a negative correlation between microaggressions and academic outcomes.
Mukminin and McMahon, (2013); Kernahan et al., (2014) and Karuppan and Bararib, (2011)
have illustrated negative interactions between accent microaggression and classroom
participation. Other studies have likewise found an inverse relationship between
microaggressions and academic efficacy (Burt et al., 2019; Gomez et al., 2011; Smith et al.,
2016). Given the apparent positive relationship between negative experiences and the African
students’ academic efficacy, it can be speculated that either, Black African students in this study
encountered minimal microaggression to cause a significant negative impact, or they experienced
significant microaggressions, but other factors cushioned and enabled them to remain engaged in
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their studies. Study two will explore further these students striving harder in adversity and
academic engagement.
Study 2. Methodology
Purpose
Study two was a qualitative study aimed at exploring the findings from study one which
suggested that African students strove harder in their academics despite facing microaggressions.
The current study intended at answering the following five questions: How did Black African
international students encounter the Afropessimistic attitude within the academic spaces? What
impact did it have on their academic engagement? Did African student counter the
Afropessimistic attitude and if they did, in which ways? Did they strive harder in their studies
because of the Afropessimistic attitude? What role did social support play in dealing with the
Afropessimistic attitude?

Design

This study utilized a qualitative design where counter-stories were the method of data
collection. The researcher was the main tool for collecting the data. An interview protocol with
twelve questions was used to collect responses from the participants. The use of counter-stories
allows for the voicing of stories for populations whose stories are often missed out in educational
discourses. It also allows for the majoritarian narrative to be observed, critiqued and countered
(Mwangi et al., 2019). Copy of the interview protocol is in appendix D.
Participants
A snowball sampling method was used to recruit participants. Following the IRB
approval, participants from study 1 were sent an email inviting them to participate in study 2.
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interviews. The interviews lasted between one and two hours. The researcher was the main tool
of data collection. The data was collected using eleven interview questions that asked about
sojourning to the U.S., classroom experiences, any unique classroom experiences,
Afropessimism, striving harder for academic success, countering Afropessimism, social support,
and tips for upcoming African students. Find a copy of interview protocol in appendix F.
The interviewees did the interviews via Zoom video conference platform, and the data
was recorded via the same and then saved in a password protected location. The data was
collected using the counter-stories technique which allows for the stories for populations whose
stories are often missed out in educational discourses. It also allows for the majoritarian narrative
to be observed, critiqued and countered (Mwangi et al., 2019). After each interview, the audio
data was transcribed into word using the Otter.ai transcription software. The researcher then read
through each transcript to ensure accuracy and corrected any errors/omissions that resulted from
the transcription process. The researcher then sent the cleaned copy to the respective participant
for further verification of accuracy.
MAXQDA coding software was used for data analysis because it allows for the coding of
ideas into assorted colors, and for categorizing of ideas into themes, subthemes, as well as to
subdivide the subthemes into categories. The research questions were used as potential themes.
A constructivist approach was also utilized to allow participants give meaning to their
experiences. It also gave the freedom to discuss significant experiences not necessarily captured
by the research questions. As a result of these approach, there was an emerging theme that
related to what African students thought would be different in the absence of the Afropessimistic
attitude. The researcher read the responses to each interview question and coded ideas that were
relevant to each question. Relevant ideas from each interview question were merged to allow for
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The findings suggested that first, the African students experienced the Afropessimistic
attitude within the academic spaces, but in varying degrees. The mindset was conveyed
explicitly, and also subtly. The explicit way was by questions that inquired whether Africans
lived with animals, if they had food or water; if they had paved roads, if they lived on trees, and
if they had technological advancement. The subtle communication of Afropessimism came
across as low academic expectation, for example, African students not expected to know much.
Black African students experienced that assumption as an unwillingness of host students to
include them in their group discussions and/or in the dismissal of their ideas/suggestions.
Second, African international students countered the Afropessimistic attitude by correcting
inaccurate assumptions, and by striving harder in their studies. Thirdly, school
policies/philosophies and resources as well as the presence of other minority, particularly Black
African students, mitigated the negative experiences. Figure 6 is a logic model depicting the
findings.
The Manifestations of Afropessimistic Attitudes

The following three sub-themes captured the ways African students experienced the
Afropessimistic attitude and/or related behaviors. First, the stereotyped questions which Black
African students described as weird, ignorant, and not making sense because they were
generalizations that differed from the African student’s realities. Second, the low academic
expectation, described experiences that seemed to stem from the hosts’ assumptions of a substandard or less schooling in Africa. Third, the differential treatment, this captured reactions to
the Black African students’ performance.
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lions and monkeys. Edd informed that a certain group of people from his school community as
well as several of his schoolmates asked him if all they do in Africa is chase animals. Likewise,
Maria shared that her friends pitied her because they imagined she was unable to communicate
with her mother for lack of phones and internet connections in Africa. Majority of the African
students found these inquiries confusing and inaccurate reflections of their home realities. Rich,
for instance remarked she got bewildered when her pears commented on the lack of water and
food in Africa, yet she came from the Rift Valley where both commodities were plentiful.
Another student said he was amused when he was asked about zebras walking the streets of
Africa, when he had never seen a live zebra. Maria, whose country prides itself with one of the
fastest internets in Africa was confused when some of her friends could not picture Africa with
smart phones nor internet connections. Sammy provided this quote about Africans and animals
“Always wanted to ask, do you see lions. Do you guys live with lions? Do you see lions all over
the place like those we see on TV, lions, elephants?”
Rich provided an example that suggests primitive living: “They think we are backward…...
because they would expect you guys to live outside, and they will just think you live with
animals.” Bob’s example also implied backwardness and it also had an element of saviorism.
I talked to this little group of people, and they asked me, oh, are you also from Africa? I
said, yes. They looked at me like they wanted to cry. They were like, oh what do you do
in Africa? Do you do a lot of hunting? … We are so glad you are here.” Bob remarked
that he had to do a lot of self-talk to heal from that conversation.
Maria provided another example of the presumption of the lack of advancement.
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I don't even know how these people even survive. Do they have phones. I don't even
know if they have access to cell phones and things like that. And sometimes my friends
ask me oh, can you have a phone? Can you call your mom? Or can you have like a video
call.?
Other questions on poverty themed around food and water, modern houses, and good roads. Vini
informed that he was asked if his house was made of straws and Nufe observed that the poverty
of Africa was emphasized in fundraisers, giving an example of a fundraising campaign by a
nonprofit organization that capitalized on poverty to raise funds for some African students. There
was also the image of sickness whereby Africa was portrayed as full of aids. Rey heard her
teacher say, “oh Africa is poor and full of Aids.” There was also an assumption that since Africa
was poor and desperate, it was undeserving of good things. Maria shared this conversation.
One time while I was in DC, and we saw, there is a new museum for African American
history. But somebody who was with me, she didn't like the architecture, she was like,
oh, it's ugly. This should be in Africa not here in DC.
Low academic expectation. Black African students perceived their American hosts did
not expect them to know much because they came from the African continent. They were not
expected to know English and so their peers were surprised when they spoke it. They were
complimented for speaking good English and questioned on where and when they learned it.
Sammy, whose classmates praised his English had this to say: “I think that's one of the things
that kind of really make me feel a certain way just them saying, oh, your English is very good.
I'm like, of course I speak very good English.” Similarly, Vini wondered why as a Kenyan he
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was not expected to speak good English. “They're like, oh, how is your English so good, and I'm
like, they expect it to be bad… because I'm from Kenya, they expect it to be not as good.”
Besides the English comprehension, African students were expected to be unintelligible due to
their nonnative English accents. Given that assumption, host students seemed to make little effort
to listen and therefore African students had to repeat themselves severally before they were
heard. Boki, believed that his ideas in class were often not responded to because he did not speak
in the American way. In another example, Rich said her roommate refused to understand her
despite her efforts.
I had a difficult time. So, when you're talking to people, and they just see you as African,
they just assume that you probably don't speak English, or you cannot communicate
properly. Sometimes you would speak as well, you can be very articulate, very polite,
you know your English, but they will act like they didn’t hear what you said. So, at some
point, I even spelled out things that way they can know what I’m talking about.”
Further, African students were not expected to be academically smart because of the assumption
that there was less or poor-quality education in Africa. This assumption came across in three
ways: First, in the host students’ unwillingness to include African students in their group
discussions. Second, in the dismissal or minimizing of their contributions when included, and
third, in the reactions towards their academic achievement. Pertaining to the exclusion, several
African students reported that their American peers were unwilling to include them in their group
discussions. Some said they were left alone at table, while others said they were usually the last
to be chosen. Majority of those students attributed their isolation to the assumption of being less
knowledgeable. This is how Rich explained it:
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“Nobody wants to group with you because they just assume you are African you don’t
know a lot. It has happened to me. The next person I was sitting to will just walk away
and go to the front of the class where there are other people that are from here.”
Rich also talked about a time when she was left alone, and the teacher had to insert her in a
group because the task required students to be in pairs. In another example, Nasi said his
classmates assumed he was not smart and isolated him while they helped each other with
assignments. Likewise, Nufe said no one would pair with her unless the teacher assigned
students to groups. Furthermore, Lus, who was one of two Black students in a class, said they
were usually the last to be chosen for groups. He noted that even though students often chose
familiar others, that criteria did not apply to him. This is how he put it.
“I’ve had kids that I’ve had classes with multiple times, I have had courses with multiple times,
we know each other. They will pick somebody they just met in that class today compared to me.”
The African students noted that isolation mostly happened during the first weeks of each
semester before the students knew each other’s academic capabilities. There was also the
dismissal/invalidation of ideas/contributions that took different forms. Boki, for example,
provided the following example. “I would think that I'm saying something that's very important
but… most of the time, the result was that no one really picked up on what I was trying to say,
and we would move on with the discussion.” Lew’s example provided another subtle manner in
which his contribution was omitted.
So, I always tried to do extra work, do more research, spend a lot of time trying to make
up for what I didn't know. So, I would come and then I will try to contribute from what I
had learned. And then sometimes they would kind of discount it. The person says, maybe
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this isn't necessary, I think we're restricted to this number of pages…. Lew further
clarified that his work was not exclusively omitted, but most of it was.
African students also noticed the discounting of ideas and/or perspectives in writing assignments.
Rich talked about her experiences in a writing class and her professor’s attitude towards her
work.
I would write about my own experiences, something I know, and others, about their own
experiences. But of course, he can relate to those experiences, cause it's within, he can
relate, but mine he cannot…. He felt like I'm just making up things. He would say that
I've gone out of topic sometimes.
Nufe’s example suggested that she was not a trusted source of knowledge or information unless
it was corroborated by an in-group member.
We had a certain assignment that we were supposed to do in the library. We have to
follow some processes, how to do the research. …. I had those instructions so when we
went there as a group, I was like, you know what, we're supposed to do a, b, c, d.
Someone simply said no, not like that. I said, let me keep quiet. Let me see where we are
going. So later one of them said, yes, I also took note of that…... Lucky enough it was
one of them.
The third manifestation of African students not expected to know much was the surprised
reaction to their academic performance. Bob provided an example of that reaction in regard to
his placement exam score.
I don't remember my score but the lady that had to go print out my score looked at my
score, and she was very surprised. She told me I did so well; she has never seen a score that high.
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And she went to the front desk, and she whispered into this other lady's ear, this guy had this
score and she said, What?
In another instance, Nasi said his instructor was surprised he was the only one who knew the
answer to a question paused in class. Besides these stunned reactions, a few African students
talked about receiving lower grades that they merited, and they thought that was done
intentionally. Lus, for instance said her instructor gave him a score of 75% instead of a 98%.
Similarly, Mimo said she had more than ten questions marked wrong when she had answered
them correctly. In both cases, the professors insisted the scores were accurate despite the students
insisting they were not, and that it took outside intervention before the grades were corrected.
Lus further noted that in the initial classes before the professors knew the students, fellow Black
African classmates received significantly lower grades than his for assignments they worked on
together and he believed his non-African sounding name shielded him from biased grading. This
is how he put it:
I would work on my assignments with my friends because we do study together. And I
would get a different mark than them, significantly different…. Especially the first two,
three weeks before the professor know who’s who, I would get a significant point…my
name is kind of different and they cannot just guess, oh this is African kid.
Similarly, Mimo informed that her instructor told her she had failed a paper, but when she looked
at her paper, she was surprised that she had failed easy questions.
I saw I had failed some questions which you can even answer without studying; it's just
common critical thinking…… So, as I was going through and reading the questions, I
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asked (professor), even this one I went wrong? This is something I know, and I have been
studying. I can even answer it and you taught it the other day.
Mimo further added her she got a higher score when other professors marked the same paper.
Some other students observed a similar trend in subjective assignments. Nasi who
acknowledged English grammar and Writing were marked differently, still felt his instructor
made it harder for him to pass the English writing. He said he would get a perfect score in
grammar and a significantly low grade in Writing no matter how hard he tried. This is how he
explained his experience.
In composition One and Two she will make sure I start with 60% and she’ll tell me, you
have to redo it and then try again, and she'll give me 65 and it was really bad…… so
when the semester ended she called me and said, you know what Nasi, I thought you
were going to fail the class…….because I had a Black person in my class who did not
read and write…that’s what I thought but I just found you are very, very smart.
In a comparable example, Boki explained how he thought he had a well-written and a strong
paper in a philosophy of religion class but was shocked at the grade he got. This is how he
described it.
The second paper in my philosophy of religion class I thought my ideas were great, and
that it was a very good paper. I then I handed out and he gave it back to me and I got a
lower grade than I thought I would, a much lower grade and I was very surprised.
Boki attributed the low grade to the use of his worldview (African) instead of his professor’s
view (American) noting that his scores for subsequent papers improved after he used the
professor as a sounding board for his ideas.
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Differential treatment referred to experiences that were perceived as different and
targeted. They manifested as a lack of celebration or acknowledgement of exceptional
achievement, and/or denial of merited award/recognition. An example of the former was
provided by Lus who observed that the celebration or acknowledgment that was normally
accorded to a perfect score was scaled down when it came to him. He said he noted a significant
change in the professor’s enthusiasm between when he announced that someone had a perfect
score and when he knew who had the score. Here is how he put it.
I didn't even know it was me until professor walks into the classroom and he’s like
somebody had a perfect score in this exam, and I was very, very impressed and stuff like
that. And he’ll be like, who is Lus and I'm oh, it's me. And he goes, uh huh. Nice. Good
job. The enthusiasm of before my name was called, and after my name was called, and I
stood up to get the accreditation, is totally two different.
Ngir provided a comparable example from her school relating to a scholarship title that was
usually awarded to the student with the highest score in her program’s comprehensive exam. She
further informed that the program’s director notified the student of the achievement via an email.
Well, Ngir got the email, but the award was given to another student. Here is how she explained
it.
I asked my colleagues, they are like they never saw an email saying congratulations, only
to me. So, my mind was I don't know whether I misread it or not, but I felt I had done the
best if the director can afford to come up with an email saying you did your best.
Normally there is a rule that whoever does best in the comprehensive, they're given a
scholarship title. So, I knew it was coming to me, that’s what they do every year. But that
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year I did not get it. It was given to another student and the reasons were not clear to any
of us.
Lus had a similar experience in a school project. He said he led his team in a ten-week
nationwide simulation project but even though his school won the grand championship, his role
in the success was unnoticed. Part of that was because the professor in charge refused to approve
the school newspaper to feature him stating that the process was complicated. Lus, however
noted that the project of another group of students was highlighted even though it was small
scaled and not as labor intensive as his team’s project was.
However, there was another group in the school, this is a completely different
competition, all White students. All they did was go into a research and look at the
numbers and just say this was right, this was wrong, and they were featured in every
single newspaper in the school. I’m like, we just broke a 13-year record, and nobody said
anything about it. I could not help but wonder, is it because I am Black? If I was White,
would people talk about it?
Rich and Rey shared other forms of disparities for example, Rich informed that during the
English Reading lessons, her teacher would skip her from reading for the class because of her
accent. Rey mentioned that in her business class her professor did not give her the choice to
choose a country to research and present on, as she did other students. She noted that her
classmates could choose but she was confined to African countries.
I think it was every week or every two weeks, we had to make presentations about
international business in different countries. Most of the time, she (teacher) would make
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me do the international business presentations for an African country. So actually, she
didn’t give me, I'll say freedom to choose something I wanted to do the presentation on.
Despite these differential treatments, majority of the students did not report or sought support
even though they knew they were not fairly treated. Asked why they did not, some, like Rey said
they did not know where to seek help, but the majority said they either feared the repercussions,
or they did not think they would be helped. Rich feared her situation would worsen if she
reported.
There were the student advisors, but I did not trust them enough to go and tell them what
I was going through because I felt this teacher has been here for years. They are
definitely not going to take my word for the teacher’s. They're not going to do anything
about it.
Maria who said she was undermined and even mistreated by her groupmates during group
projects, failed to report for fear of compromising her participation points. Mimo who was
deducted exam points for a technical issue for which other students were compensated for, said
she did not raise the issue because it could make no difference. Mimo believed her professors
had nothing to fear noting that one of them had urged her to go and report her.
“…...she told me the offices are on that side. You can cross and go and tell the dean if you
want.” Also, Nasi and Ngir said they were reluctant to report because they feared the
administration might side with the offender as it had for other students. Ngir even stopped a
classmate from inquiring about the scholarship title, saying,
You are not calling this meeting to know why I didn’t get the award because it means I'm
also joining you in the fight. I told her I’m not going to lose my program. I remembered
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what had already happened here. Black students from this country sat for an exam. They
did not pass. They felt they were maliciously handled. They complained but the Chair did
not listen. They were told to leave the program.
Countering Afropessimistic Attitude.

Striving harder academically. African international students reported that they
countered the Afropessimistic attitude, particularly that of less knowledgeable, by striving
harder. Majority stated that the low academic expectations pushed them to contradict it by
striving harder in studies. Rich, for instance, said she felt she had a lot to prove in the nursing
program where she was expected to drop out. Nufe, whose teacher assumed she had erroneously
taken a biology major, said she was inspired to prove that was her Major and was capable. Lew
further informed that the reprimand, and the condescending stance from a classmate motivated
him to be better. This is how he stated:
As far as how it affected me academically, to be honest, it just inspired me to do better.
Because I felt like even if I want to lose, the last person I would want to lose to is
someone like that, or someone with that mentality. So, for me, I took it, and I turned it
into an inspiration for me to do more to be better.
For Vini, others’ low expectations of him on account of his African origins encouraged and
pushed him to aim for more.
Knowing that people have those views of Africa, I have to strive to be this person who's
always good at everything. I make sure that my grades are high, my communication is
good, and my confidence is up there…I feel sometimes I try a lot to prove to people that
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Africa is not what they think it is and people can come from there and they are educated;
they are smart.
Ngir added that her motivation to excel was in knowing she was in an environment where people
were quick to dismiss her academic abilities, and Rey, whose math teacher refused to help her
with Math problems, said she had to prove she was smart in that subject.
Strategies for academic success. Black African students utilized various strategies to
ensure academic success. The strategies included personal initiatives such as doing further
research, reading ahead, allocating sufficient hours to assignments, making use of school
resources (office hours and tutoring services), and seeking support from friends and mentors. For
Lus that meant putting “double the work” while for Bob it was being super organized so as to
meet datelines for assignments, exams, and projects. Bob also consulted with other African
students for things he could not figure out. Boki maximized office hours and feedback from his
professors, the latter being crucial especially when his perspective differed from his professors’.
Edd, whose athletic scholarship required dedicating several hours to training and competitions,
said he had to put in extra work. This is how he put it. “Because of traveling sometimes, you
come back and know you have to work ahead, you have to study harder, more than other
students because most of your time is dedicated to running.” Nati, who needed more time for
comprehension, said she ensured she was ahead of the schedule.
Sometimes I spend hours reading, repeating and especially we from foreign countries,
sometimes you read you don't understand and then if you don't understand and tomorrow,
you're going to have the quiz …. So, I would go back and read the book to see if I
understand.
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Similarly, Rich, who found the pace of teaching too fast, created time to review the lessons after
school and followed instructions keenly to avoid wasting time redoing assignments. Other
students, like Nasi and Lew enhanced their comprehension of the course materials through online
resources.
Mitigating Factors

The mitigating factors were things that cushioned or lessened the negative impact of the
Afropessimistic attitude and related behaviors. Some were provisions within academic
institutions such as schools’ philosophies/policies, and resources and some were circumstantial
factors, for example the presence of other minority students, especially those from Africa.
Students in schools with those provisions reported lesser experiences and/or assuaged impact
from the Afropessimistic attitude.
School philosophies/policies/resources. The academic institution’s policies, and/or
philosophies regarding interactions within the schools appeared to guard or minimize the impact
of the Afropessimistic attitude and the related behaviors. Nati and Nufe talked about respect and
opportunity to voice their ideas in class. Nufe appreciated teachers who provided the opportunity
to contribute to class discussions which she would not otherwise have because of the fast pace of
conversations within the classroom. Two other students provided examples of the impact of
school philosophies. Vini, whose school is governed by five Franciscan values believed the
values contributed to the positive interaction among students and to the administration’s
receptiveness to students’ needs:
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I feel like those values have helped students to feel safe, feel at home, or they know they
have someone they can go to because also we have a list of people you can go to talk to
like school therapist and stuff like that and they all abide by those philosophies.
Boki believed his school’s policy on interacting with minority students shielded him from being
asked the weird questions about Africa. This is how he described it.
The general atmosphere is that if you want to find out about a country or a marginalized
community, you don't ask directly. The person does not have an obligation to be your
educator about the community or about the country. So, they kind of expect you to go and
look somewhere else or find out somehow.
Students also cited school resources as mitigating factors. Bob experienced his school’s
mentoring program as a safe and supportive haven for minority students. He observed that the
mentors valued and treated him like a family and expressed it thus:
The positive part is in the fact that in my mentorship program these people I tell you
what, they enjoyed having Africans in that program. Yes, just the fact that you sound
different, they like that. These are people that genuinely admire diversity. They want to
be like you.
Maria, who was a medical student, said her school provided mentors to students and their role
was to ensure students were on track, and nobody was left behind. Maria found that important
because it provided equitable help and resources to all students. Another valuable resource was
the availability of professors during office hours. Boki treasured after class conversations with
his professors because they validated his ideas and intellectual capability particularly when
those had been compromised by negative classroom experiences.
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If I said something I thought would add something valuable, and I thought I had said it in
a smart way, then it was okay for me if people didn't pick it up and take it farther into the
discussion. But that was only true if I could go to the professor afterwards and talk to him
or her about it and have them as a senior academics tell me whether my contribution is
valuable. It was very important to me.
Social support from other minority students. The support from other minority
students, especially other Black African students, offered support towards academic success as
well as mitigated negative experiences. The academic support took different forms. Sammy had
his friends help him understand the American system and to navigate the new environment,
Nati’s friends helped her diffuse classwork stress while Edd had friends helped him to review
and comprehend hard concepts. Having Black African students also helped assuaged negative
experiences in various ways. Maria said she was fortunate to have friends from diverse
backgrounds, especially minority backgrounds who validated her struggles. Boki experienced
other African students in his school as a safe haven.
We really understand each other, even someone from West Africa, far away, but having
them is very valuable. As we discussed earlier, sometimes it feels like there two totally
different worldviews, one from my cultural background and then one that I’m in right
now, American culture. So having fellow East Africans or South Africans, Africans in
general- to be able to talk this, is like finally I’m talking to people who clearly speak my
language, we speak the same language.
For Rich, having Black African students in class guaranteed her groupmates and protected her
from bias and prejudices.
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The fact that it is not one, or two, it is a lot of us, there is power in numbers. I am not
worried about the teacher, or the students being biased. Even if they have their own
prejudices, then we will just keep to ourselves. When people start grouping with each
other, we would just be drawn to each other.
Suggestions for additional institutional support. Having had those experiences, Black
African students were asked whether additional academic support would have made a difference
in their experiences, and if so, what suggestions they had for support. The students proposed a
number of recommendations, and three that stood out were first, having orientations on culture
shock which would prepare students for potential negative experiences thus lessening the shock
when they happen. The second was on dedicating a safe space and informing students about it, a
place where students can share negative experiences without the fear of repercussions. Providing
such as space will take care of concerns such as Rey’s,
But we don't really talk about what we go through as international students in class. So,
it's mostly your experience, you keep it for yourself. You don't really have anybody to
talk about it at school. You asked me if I had to talk about it, do I know where to go? No,
I don't know. There should be maybe someone to talk to about it at school.
The third idea for support was to pair foreign students with host families so as to reaffirm them
and also lessen aloneness. On the former point, Lew expressed that by hosting Black students,
host families will be reaffirming the students’ worth particularly those whom the media portray
as thieves and fraudsters. On the latter, Maria thought that having a host home ensured foreign
students had a place to be during festive seasons for those that cannot go home.
In the absence of the Afropessimistic attitude
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The students were further asked about what they thought would be different were the
Afropessimistic attitude not been a part of their experiences. A conducive learning environment
was a recurrent theme with most of the students saying they would have more pleasant
experiences. Lus, for instance thought without that attitude there would be more respect and that
he would not have “to wake up every single day and wonder why I was an African in the first
place.” Maria imagined she would feel less isolated, and “we would be proud of who we are and
where we come from.” Rich envisioned that the classroom dynamics would be positive saying in
part:
It would be a lot easier if they didn't treat you differently. It would be a lot easier if there
were no people who are prejudiced against you…Can you imagine just going to a class
where everybody is warming up to each other. I would be very excited to be in the class.
Vini and Ngir had a divergent take on this with Vini thinking he may not have had to strive so
hard academically had it not been for the Afropessimistic attitude, while Ngir could not envision
a future without the Afropessimistic attitude, saying Black African students should not expect
any change in attitude if it has not happened for African Americans who have lived in the U.S
for centuries.
One question that emerged during the interview was whether Black African students thought
they had a role in changing the Afropessimistic attitude and what the role could be. While some
believed they had a role and their efforts would be worthwhile, a few believed their attempts
would be futile due to fixed mind sets. Relating the former stance, Maria stated that the presence
of African international students in the U.S. was instrumental in changing the hosts’ perception
of African students and by extension, the African continent:
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If people have those negative stereotypes or things like that, all I do is do my own things
and they realize, oh, we were really wrong. I have seen those multiple times, when people
come back, and I feel they learn a lesson.
On the same note, Rey thought African students had the task of educating their American peers
on the realities of Africa which differed from current stereotypes. Lus added that efforts to
correct the narrative of Africa should only be pursued if it’s worth the effort, noting that some
people are adamant:
I realized that it is hard to change the mentality that has been tattooed permanently into
their brain about us and things. I realized that as I continue to talk about the things that
happen, they would listen, but they don't hear.
Vini was among those who did not think it was his responsibility to change someone else’s
ignorance:
But I also don't make it my job to educate them. Their ignorance is not on me, and they
should study. If somebody were to ask me, are your houses made of straws, I will tell
them I don't know you go do some studying or something and then you can figure it out.
Tips to upcoming students’ Black African international students.

Tips generated converged around expectations, cultural differences, and seeking support.
Relating to expectations of life in the U.S, some students said upcoming students should expect
life here to be manageable. Bob, and Lus for example said upcoming students should expect life
in the U.S. to be easy with Lus adding that they should come with a “luggage of positivity.” On
the other hand, other students said upcoming African students should expect hardships. Lew, for
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instance, thought anticipating hardships was a better preparation for the reality on the ground
and Rich added that students should lower their expectations of life in the U.S. Concerning
cultural differences, Vini advised that African students ought to be cognizant of cultural
differences and they should adapt the new culture without losing theirs. Ngir said it was
important for students to be aware of racism while Nati observed that whenever possible,
students ought to familiarize with the culture of the hosting country beforehand. Maria further
advised that students should expect a culture shock as well as less desirable experiences and
noted that in those circumstances it would be important for new students to find a space where
one felt valued.
Focusing on and prioritizing studies regardless of situation, was a unanimous tip. Elvis,
and Rich, said incoming African students should watch out for distractions because they are
plentiful while Nufe’s remark summed that advice as follows:
Know why you are here. If you know exactly what you want, why you are here, fight for
it. People can judge you in any way they want, you cannot control
their judgments…. but just prove by your life.
Another tip was value for seeking social support both from host students and foreign students.
Bob emphasized the value in making friends with host students who are familiar with campus.
Having them, he argued, made navigation of environment smoother and attaining extra resources
easier. Boki on the other hand underscored the value for friends with similar experiences, saying:
When I am struggling with something, I can be sure that other Africans on campus are
struggling with the same thing. And that we can talk with each other, and we can
understand each other and that is very consoling because I feel like no one else has those
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kinds of struggle and if they were not around, I don't know who would share them with
me.
Discussion

This study was a mixed methods study that investigated Black African international
students’ experiences with the Afropessimistic attitude within U.S. academic spaces, how the
attitude and related behaviors impacted their academic engagement, and the student’s responses
to it. It was expected that Black African students would encounter the Afropessimistic attitude,
and it would have an impact on their studies. The findings supported that expectation in the
following ways. First, African international students encountered the Afropessimistic attitude
through stereotyped questions, the assumption of intellectual inferiority and in the differential
treatment. Second, the Afropessimistic attitude impacted the students’ academic engagement by
pressing them to prove their academic capabilities. Third, the students responded to the attitude
by proving their academic capability and by refuting inaccurate representations of Africa, and
fourthly, social support was important in mitigating the impact of Afropessimistic attitude and
related behaviors.
Some of the results were consistent with previous findings, for instance the host students’
image of Africa is comparable to Western media’s images (Wainaina, 2005; De B’béri & Louw,
2011; Myers, 2001; Harth, 2012) as well as to images of Africa provided by undergraduate
students in the U.S (Fair, 1993) and by young people in the UK (Borowski, 2016). Also, Black
African international students experience with assumption of less intelligence was consistent
with experiences of African American students and other Black students (Keels et al., 2017;
Banda, 2018; Moragne-Patterson & Barnett, 2017; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2015; Hyams-Ssekasi et
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al., 2014; Lee & Opio, 2011; Yosso et al., 2009; Johnson-Bailey et al., 2009; Beoku-Betts, 2006;
Allen & Solórzano, 2001). Likewise, the dismissal of ideas and perspectives and not perceived as
a trusted/ reliable source of knowledge resonated with those of Band, (2018). The countering of
the low academic expectation with striving harder affirmed studies that showed minority students
worked harder to prove they were not dumb (Griffith et al., 2019; Mwangi et al., 2019; Burt et
al., 2017; George Mwangi et al., 2016; Blake, 2006; Beoku-betts, 2004) and so did the
discounting of experiences/knowledge and not being perceived as a dependable source of
knowledge (Band, 2018). Also corroborated was the importance of social support in dealing with
challenges (Schneider et al., 2020;Banjong, 2015).
An interesting finding was the seemingly positive correlation between negative
experiences (Afropessimistic attitude and related behaviors) and positive outcome (striving
harder). This finding appear to contrast previous results that showed an inverse relationship
between microaggressions and mental health (Griffith et al., 2019; Harper, 2015; Nadal et al.,
2015; Wong et al., 2014; Steele, 1997). Constantine et al., (2005) cited the case of a student who
dropped from a class because of a negative encounter within the classroom. Also, Black students
in an engineering class attributed negative classroom experiences to growing doubts to their
academic capability and to switching from engineering (Burt et al., 2019). Also, several other
international students from non-English speaking countries reported diminished classroom
participation because of negative comments on their accents, hence a reduction in their
participation points where participation was graded (Mwangi et al., 2019; Johnson-Bailey et al.,
2009; Johnson-Bailey et al., 2008). Similarly, some students in this study reported growing
doubts to their academic competence especially when their ideas were dismissed but other
factors had them remain engaged academically. Given the seemingly positive interraction
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between Afropessimistic attitude and the students’ striving harder in studies, are we to conclude
that negative experiences are good for academic engagement? Apparently no, because remaining
engaged amidst negative experiences take a toll on students’ well-being so future studies should
further explore the interaction between the two variables.
Implications

This study has three implications, first, the Afropessimistic attitude has consequences for
Black African students who, because of it, are viewed as inferior, and less knowledgeable. The
attitude impacts the students’ academic experiences especially when they are left out of group
discussions, when their contributions/perspectives are dismissed and when their academic
achievements are downplayed or not rewarded. Also, they must put double the work to counter
the perception, to merit inclusion and/or for their ideas to be considered credible. While Black
African students in this study seemed to be doing well academically, the question is at what cost,
and should their academic success be at this cost. While the eradication of the Afropessimistic
attitude is beyond the power of any one academic institution, schools can take small steps to
mitigate its impact. This study provided some examples of mitigating factors that cushioned or
assuaged the impact of the Afropessimistic attitude. Those included philosophies/policies,
additional resources for international students, and the presence of other minority students. Other
steps that can be taken within the classroom include the following. First, professors/instructors
can demystify Africa by including it among positive examples cited within classroom discussion;
they can also provide opportunities for Black international African students to share factual
knowledge and experiences of the continent. This is needed because unlike, Europe and Asia,
Africa is mostly absent in classroom discussions unless to provide a catastrophic example.
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Second, instructors/professors need be cognizant of group work dynamics and if necessary,
alternate between having students choose their group members and assigning them to group
projects. Third, professors/ teachers can intentionally give nonnative speakers extra time to
contribute to class discussions because most students said they participate less in class because is
difficult to interject when the pace is fast. Providing that opportunity is important because silence
can sometimes be equated to lack of knowledge. Beyond the classroom, academic institutions
can create school philosophies or policies that protect and promote inclusion and respect,
enhance the learning and inclusion of diverse perspectives, as well as a safe haven to discuss or
report grievances without the fear of repercussions.
The second implication is on enrolment. The participants in this study attested to the
crucial support offered by fellow African students within their schools. It is therefore vital that
academic institutions recruit African students in cohorts as they do for students from Asia and
India, so that they have each other in the absence of any other institutional support. The third
implication relates to ways of knowing and perspectives. Some students in this study observed
that their non-American ideas/perspectives were discounted, deemed out of topic, and in some
cases, awarded low grades because of using it. While the U.S.’s perspective or outlook is not the
only way of knowing, it may be the only outlook for some professors and academic staff.
Therefore, academic institutions need to empower their academic faculty and staff to grade
and/or respond to divergent ways of knowing expressed by students whom they intentionally
recruit.
Conclusion
For the majority members of the U.S. society, Africa invokes images of poverty,
sickness, primitivity, backwardness, etc. This research was interested to understand how this
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outlook impacted Black African international students within U.S. academic spaces.
Specifically, the study sought to know how the Afropessimistic attitude was communicated to
African students, its impact on their academic engagement, and the students’ response to it.
Results showed Black African students were expected to be less knowledgeable because of
coming from Africa. The expectation led to experiences such as the exclusion from group
projects and the discounting of their ideas. There was evidence to suggest that Black African
students counteracted the negative perception by striving harder academically and by refuting
inaccurate narratives. There was also evidence that school policies/philosophies, some school
resources and the fellow African students mitigated against the adverse effects of the
Afropessimistic attitude.

From these findings, it can be surmised that African international students experienced
the Afropessimistic attitude within their academic spaces and those encounters informed their
academic experiences. It can also be concluded that the impact of the Afropessimistic attitude
was minimized by factors such as school resources, school philosophies/policies and the
presence of other international students, particularly the African students. Though academic
institutions are not to blame for the existence of the Afropessimistic attitude, and while they have
no sole power to exterminate it, they have an obligation to lessen it through creating and
enforcing policies/philosophies that enhance positive interactions and conducive learning spaces
for all, and especially those whose positionality make them prone to increased microaggressions.
They also have the duty of providing resources including safe spaces where students can process
negative encounters without fear of retribution. Additionally, academic institutions have the task
of empowering their academic community to respond to their students’ diverse ways of knowing
to avoid penalizing work written in a non-American standpoint.
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Limitations of the Study

This study had two main limitations. For study one, the scale that measured the variables
had a low reliability and the items within each variable were only five, hence may not have been
sufficient to measure the intended phenomenon. Also, the participants in this study were only
fifty-six hence not large enough to be representable. For study two, the data was collected when
schools were on lockdown due to the COVID-19 pandemic thus some participants had only
remote learning experiences which might have differed significantly from in person learning.
Future Directions.

Findings from this study indicate that Black African international students remained
engaged and even strove harder to prove their academic abilities when faced with negative
experiences. Since previous studies show negative correlation between microaggressions and
academic engagement, future research needs to investigate the impact of consistent striving on
students’ overall well-being.
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Appendix B: Study 1 Consent Form

You are invited to participate in a study conducted by Margaret Sergon, a Doctoral Candidate at
National Louis University. The aim of the study is to examine the educational experiences of
Sub-Saharan African international students in the U.S. In particular, the study aims at finding
whether these experiences affect their well-being and academic performance. You are invited to
participate in this study because you are an international student from Sub Saharan Africa.
The questionnaire consists of 10 demographic questions and 30 closed-ended statements. The
statements are about your experiences within the U.S.A. academic spaces. Expect to see
statements related to how others perceive you as an international student from Africa, reactions
to the way you speak, comments about Africa, and how these inform your academic experiences
and well-being. The questionnaire is expected to take approximately 30-35 minutes to complete.
Your responses to these statements will solely be used for the purpose of this study and they will
be kept anonymous. Your identity will not be revealed in any way and all data will be reported
anonymously with no identifiable data.
Your participation is voluntary. Besides, you have the freedom to withdraw from participation at
any time without fear of any repercussions. The results of this study may be published, presented
at conferences, or used for panel discussions.
There are no anticipated risks connected to your participation in this study. There are also no
rewards for participation. However, information gained through your participation will be useful
to the Community Psychology Field.
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Upon the completion of this study, you may ask for a summary of the results and copies of any
publications by emailing Margaret Sergon at
For any concerns regarding this study or your participation, please contact Bradley Olson of
National Louis University by email at Bradley.olson@nl.edu or phone at 773-308-6461.
Thank you for your participation.
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Appendix C: Informed Consent form for Study 2

My name is Margaret Sergon, and I am a doctoral student at National Louis University. I am
asking you to participate in my study on Afropessimism as experienced and counteracted by
Black African International Students in their pursuit for Academic Success, occurring between
05-2021 to 10- 2021. The purpose of this study is to understand the educational experiences of
Black African international students in the U.S. as it relates to the attitude of Afropessimism
(view of Africa as poor, uncivilized, backward, etc.). This study will provide knowledge on ways
in which Black African students encounter and counter the attitude of afropessimism as well as
their strategies of academic engagement. It will also provide ways in which academic institutions
can offer support to Black African international students. This form outlines the purpose of the
study and provides a description of your involvement and rights as a participant.
By signing below, you are providing consent to participate in a research project conducted by
Margaret Sergon, a doctoral candidate, at National Louis University, Chicago.
Participation in this study will include:
1.

Individual interview scheduled at your convenience between May 2021 and October
2021.

2.

One cross-check of transcripts to ensure accurate transcription.

Interviews will last for between 60 and 90 minutes and include approximately 10 questions to
understand how the attitude of afropessimism and/or related behaviors is experienced within
academic spaces, and the impact of the attitude in on academic engagement.
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Interviews will be conducted and recorded via zoom. Participants will view and have final
approval on the content of interview transcripts.
Your participation is voluntary and can be discontinued at any time without penalty or bias. The
results of this study may be published or otherwise reported at conferences, and employed to
inform academic experiences of Black African international students as it relates to the attitude
of afropessimism, but participants’ identities will in no way be revealed (data will be reported
anonymously and bear no identifiers that could connect data to individual participants). To
ensure confidentiality the researcher will secure recorded interviews and the transcribed data in a
file within her laptop that is password accessible. Only Margaret Sergon will have access to data.
There are no anticipated risks or benefits, no greater than that encountered in daily life. Further,
the information gained from this study could be useful to academic institutions who are seeking
ways to support their international students.
Upon request you may receive summary results from this study and copies of any publications
that may occur. Please email the researcher, Margaret Sergon at

to request

results from this study.
In the even that you have questions or require additional information, please contact the
researcher, Margaret Sergon, via

or by phone

.

If you have any concerns or questions before or during participation that has not been addressed
by the researcher, you may contact Bradley Olson at bradley.olson@nl.edu,
the chairs of NLU’s Institutional Research Board: Dr. Shaunti Knauth; email:
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Shaunti.Knauth@nl.edu; phone: (312) 261-3526; or Dr. Christopher Rector (CRector@nl.edu;
(312) 621-9650)
Co-chairs are located at National Louis University, 122 South Michigan Avenue, Chicago, IL.
Thank you for your consideration.
Consent: I understand that by signing below, I am agreeing to participate in (The Study of
Afropessimism as experienced and counteracted by Black African International Students in their
pursuit for Academic Success). My participation will consist of the activities below between
May,2021 and October 2021:
1) Interview lasting approximately 90 minutes.
2) Checking the transcript for accuracy.

